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As we celebrate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of 
Independence, now is an especially fitting time to take stock of 

American literature’s contribution to civic discourse on equality. 
Scholars of politics and literature have long argued that “literature 
promises to political scientists the same thing” as “political philos-
ophy” does: to “reveal not just what people do . . . but why they do 
what they do—the underlying motivations for their political opin-
ions and their corresponding political actions.”1 But scholars also 
recognize that more than just serving as an explanation of political 
phenomena, “the novel, the novella, and the story” provide a 
“philosophic education of America’s citizens” that is at once “public, 
political, and accessible.”2 Hence, as Catherine Zuckert notes, any 
literary author who undertakes “describing American mores” with the 
intention to “reshape” them is ultimately “engaging in an important—
if little appreciated—form of political leadership.”3 

Of the genres that America has produced, there is perhaps 
none more stereotypically American, and none more overtly 
concerned with the development of American civic life, than the 
Western. As Paul Cantor suggests, the Western’s “setting on the 
frontier between civilization and barbarism” provides “a vehicle for 
exploring a fundamental American problem: the difficult choice 
between freedom and law . . . embodied in . . . a lone individual 
[set] against the combined forces of society.”4 By portraying a world 
on the cusp of civilization where force seems to hold greater sway 
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than reason, Westerns necessarily raise questions about the state of 
nature, the dawn of civilization, and the kind of education and 
person required to bring about law and order.5

While numerous books and articles have been written on the 
unique contribution of Western films and novels to American 
political thought, barely any time has been devoted by political 
theorists—as opposed to scholars of literature, American studies, 
history, psychology, or so on6—to examining the very first American 
Western: Owen Wister’s The Virginian, which “redefined” the 
genre as “serious” fiction.7 This article rectifies that oversight by 
explicating the contribution of The Virginian to discourse on 
equality, education, and human excellence. Set in 1874, The 
Virginian begins with an unnamed narrator arriving in the 
Wyoming territory from the East. He soon meets a similarly 
unnamed man, referred to only as “the Virginian.” The rest of the 
novel is a sort of bildungsroman, documenting the Virginian’s 
transformation from a playful youth to a serious adult, his budding 
romance with the local schoolteacher, and his growing rivalry with 
a cowboy named Trampas. Through his eponymous hero, Wister 
introduces three central and interrelated themes—education, 
equality, and political rule—that provide a backbone to the novel’s 
narrative. It is the tension between and potential reconciliation of 
these three themes that is the unique focus of the novel and the 
vehicle through which Wister introduces his ruminations on a 
deeper political problem that, in his view, all American citizens 
must wrestle with: the need for civic education as a bulwark of 
equality and defender of democracy.

This article shows that Wister considered civic education to be 
essential for maintaining democracy and that the novel’s hero (the 
Virginian) serves as a model that contributes to the civic education 
of his American readers. Wister creates a hero who embodies argu-
ments for and shows the interconnected nature of meritocracy, 
equality of condition (but not equality of outcome), and the moral 
authority of popular consent. Insofar as Wister’s novel is an attempt 
to educate readers—readers who themselves make up and consti-
tute the people from which American political authority and moral 
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legitimacy are derived—his book aims to provide guidance to the 
public about which qualities are meritorious and which individuals 
are worthy of elevating to high offices of political leadership. 
Hence, Wister is interested in explicating the authority that 
American democracy gives to the people, in determining the moral 
duties entailed by such a grant of authority, and in educating the 
American people to best utilize that authority.8

In arguing as much, I break with scholars who read the 
novel as radically individualistic, elitist, and anti-democratic. 
Instead, I argue that recognizing the centrality of civic educa-
tion within Wister’s seminal story points to a radically pro-
democratic and anti-individualistic picture of politics, especially 
since Wister understands civic education to be a refinement of 
public opinion, a goal that takes as a given the legitimacy and 
authority of popular consent.9 Especially when the drama of the 
novel is read in light of Wister’s preface, it becomes clear that 
Wister conceives of the great individual as someone dependent 
on democratic institutions and customs, not above them. In this 
way, the novel points to community—especially as bolstered by 
civic education—as the primary and perhaps only place where 
true freedom, individual excellence, and equality (understood as 
equality of condition) can be harmonized to the benefit of both 
the private and the public good. Wister thereby paints a para-
doxical picture in which democratic society’s commitment to 
equality (which he sees as necessarily manifesting as meritoc-
racy) offers the clearest path for individuals to achieve excel-
lence, nobility, and distinction.

Self-Sufficiency and the Virginian’s Shakespearean Education
From the outset of his novel Wister indicates that The Virginian is 
about civic education. In his original 1902 preface, for example, 
Wister argues that the American West can serve as a reminder to 
twentieth-century Americans of what life and politics were like in 
the founding era.10 But it is in his 1911 rededication and preface 
that Wister makes his intent to offer a kind of civic education 
explicit. There, he states:
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After nigh half-a-century of shirking and evasion, Americans 
are beginning to look at themselves and their institutions 
straight; to perceive that Firecrackers and Orations once a 
year, and selling your vote or casting it for unknown nobod-
ies, is not enough attention to pay to the Republic. If this 
book be anything more than an American story, it is an 
expression of American faith. Our Democracy has many 
enemies . . . but I believe the pillars [of our house] will not 
fall, and that, with mistakes at times, but with wisdom in 
the main, we people will prove ourselves equal to the 
severest test to which political man has yet subjected 
himself—the test of Democracy.11

The novel, then, aims to be both an expression of the “American 
faith” and a call for Americans “to look at themselves and their 
institutions straight.” Americans of the early twentieth century, he 
suggests, have forgotten that “the test of Democracy” is the “sever-
est test to which political man has yet subjected himself.” Yet 
despite the current state of politics in the post–Civil War era, 
Wister still believes that the American people will prove them-
selves, in the end, to be equal to the situation.

In fact, much of the novel’s narrative focuses on education. The 
backbone of The Virginian’s storyline is the education of its main 
character, the eponymous Virginian, which begins in the twelfth 
chapter with the arrival of his love interest, the schoolteacher Miss 
Molly Stark Wood. Initially, the Virginian’s only interest in learning 
is as an excuse to woo Miss Wood. He begins by asking her to 
“lend” him books so that he can “watch her ways and learn” about 
her and her job.12 As the Virginian reads, however, his education 
begins to change him and his view of the world. The Virginian 
disdains popular literature (such as detective stories),13 dislikes the 
“frillery” of Victorian novels (such as Jane Austen’s Emma and 
George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss),14 identifies with the noble char-
acters of Russian literature, such as Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and 
Sons,15 and finds himself elevated and even educated by reading 
Shakespeare. In the end, the Virginian decides that he likes 
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Shakespeare—whose work he later describes as “bed-rock”16—so 
much that he “[buys] Shakespeare for himself,” the only book he is 
described as acquiring.17

By the end of the twelfth chapter, the Virginian’s education 
moves beyond a series of didactic readings to an outright dialectical 
consideration of American equality. While out on a ride with Miss 
Wood, the Virginian (now well into his reading of classical litera-
ture) notes that while Americans generally believe “all men are 
born equal,” he thinks that “equality is a great bluff” and one “easy 
called.”18 At first glance, this comment might suggest that the 
Virginian rejects the principles articulated in the preamble of the 
Declaration of Independence—something that would sit in marked 
tension with Wister’s claim in the 1911 preface that The Virginian’s 
story is an expression of the “American faith.” And a majority of 
scholars have read the Virginian’s claims in this way. Victoria 
Lamont, for example, asserts that “Molly Wood signifies the power 
and status to which the Virginian is ‘naturally’ entitled because of 
his inherent physical and moral virtues.”19 Max Westbrook likewise 
asserts that while The Virginian is “[p]resented to readers as the 
story of a just-plain-folks cowboy hero, the novel is, in actuality, a 
cynical attack on just plain folks and on anyone foolish enough to 
believe in the vote and in rule by law.”20 Paul Outka, more bluntly 
and simply, opts to call the Virginian’s comments “obnoxious.”21 

Each of these scholars’ criticisms of The Virginian as anti-
democratic rely on three separate and, as I argue, incorrect assump-
tions. First, that the Virginian is presented as naturally superior and 
self-sufficient, in need of no external aid. Second, that his superior-
ity and natural excellence are incompatible with modern democ-
racy and the principles of the Declaration of Independence. Third 
and finally, that his natural superiority means that he has a right to 
political rule. In the following two sections, I consider the second 
and third assumptions in turn. Regarding the first, however, Wister’s 
emphasis on education, most especially the education of his epony-
mous hero, provides strong evidence against the claim of Jane 
Keunz that “Wister suggests not just that success is the result of 
native skill and acumen, but that one is either born with these gifts 
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or not and that no amount of effort can ever make up for the lack 
of them.”22 

Now by this claim Kuenz could have in mind either a “thin” or a 
“thick” interpretation of natural excellence. According to what I am 
calling the thin view, human beings are born with different and dispa-
rate talents and, though each person can (to some extent) learn and 
improve through education and experience, they cannot achieve the 
same heights as a similarly trained but naturally gifted individual. This 
view is uncontroversial, since most would agree that various skills 
(such as painting, singing, or athletics) can be taught, even while 
admitting that the heights of those skills are beyond the reach of some 
or even most individuals who lack natural talent. I therefore take 
Kuenz to be making the stronger or “thicker” claim that all talent and 
skill are, for Wister, naturally endowed regardless of training and expe-
rience. According to this view, the Virginian would be an excellent and 
self-sufficient individual capable of the heights of excellence and 
moral rectitude regardless of time, place, or experience.

Various passages of The Virginian, however, suggest that 
Wister has in mind the weaker or thin view of natural excellence 
and not the thick view that Kuenz attributes to him. After all, the 
very fact that the novel focuses on the educational development of 
the Virginian suggests that a proper education is a necessary 
supplement for democratic citizens, and most especially those 
naturally excellent citizens. The narrator notes in the chapter 
immediately following the Virginian’s education, for example, that 
the Virginian had greatly matured since when he first met him. He 
describes this change of character as follows:

His appearance was changed. Aged would scarcely say, for 
this would seem as if he did not look young. But I think that 
the boy was altogether gone from his face—the boy whose 
freak with Steve had turned Medicine Bow upside down, 
whose other freak with the babies had outraged Bear 
Creek, the boy who had loved to jingle his spurs. But 
manhood had only trained, not broken, his youth. It was all 
there, only obedient to the rein and curb.23
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By placing this comment in the chapter that immediately 
follows the culmination of the Virginian’s education, Wister thereby 
suggests that learning played a crucial role in the cowboy’s 
development.

Wister also makes clear that the Virginian is aware of the 
importance of education in his own life. Near the end of the novel, 
the Virginian states the following:

A Western man is a good thing. And he generally knows 
that. But he has a heap to learn. And he generally knows 
that. So I took to watching the Judge’s Eastern visitors. 
There was that Mr. Ogden. . . . His clothes pleased me best 
of all. Fit him so well, and nothing flashy. I got my ideas, 
and when I knew I was going to marry you, I sent my meas-
ure East—and I and the tailor are old enemies now.24

Far from claiming that the Western man is entirely superior to 
the Eastern man, the Virginian instead asserts that even the Western 
man needs to learn and can be taught by visitors from the East. 
(Here it is worth remembering that Miss Wood, the schoolteacher 
that facilitates the Virginian’s education, is herself from the East.)

Nor does the Virginian limit this admission to simply learning 
about matters of etiquette, dress, or tact. In a later passage, the 
Virginian explains that education played a crucial role in his moral 
formation. In those key moments when he has been “ashamed” of 
himself, he says, it was always caused by “one or two people . . . 
[who] thought more o’ me than I deserved, and that made me 
behave better than I naturally wanted to. Made me quit a girl 
onced in time for her not to lose her good name.”25 With this 
comment, Wister unravels a mystery introduced at the beginning 
of the novel that never resurfaces—at least, not until this comment. 
The woman that the Virginian here references, it can be inferred, 
is Mrs. Glen. At the novel’s opening, Mrs. Glen is described in the 
moment of seeing the Virginian’s departure as follows:
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[T]he landlady looked her last upon the Virginian. Her lips 
were faintly parted, and no woman’s eyes ever said more 
plainly, “I am one of your possessions.” She had forgotten 
that it might be seen. Her glance caught mine, and she 
backed into the dimness of the room. What look she may 
have received from him, if he gave her any at this too 
public moment, I could not tell. His eyes seemed to be 
upon the horses.26

That Mrs. Glenn proved to be a “general disappointment” to the 
cowboys of Medicine Bow seems to have more to do with the inter-
vention of a respected friend than the Virginian’s own moral excel-
lence. Regardless, the fact that the Virginian describes the influence 
of these key individuals as making him better than he “naturally 
wanted” to be is striking, because it cuts against the strong or thick 
thesis presented by Kuenz. According to the Virginian himself, he 
needed to learn through experience and example to act well.

Modern Democracy and Natural Superiority
The second assumption of scholars is that the Virginian’s superior-
ity and natural excellence are incompatible with modern repre-
sentative democracy and the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence. Or, as Jane Kuenz argues, Wister’s novel 

attempts to justify an antidemocratic vision of the nation 
governed by those few whose natural superiority is a function 
of breeding and inheritance. In the formula western, the hero 
is independent and self-sufficient, a natural leader in spite of 
his solitary existence, and generally successful at what he 
attempts in part because his talents are able to develop in a 
place as yet untainted by the preconceived notions about 
class, status, and merit that have corrupted life in the East.27

And while the Virginian’s claim that “equality is a great bluff” 
and “easy called” might lend support to Kuenz view,28 two of the 
Virginian’s comments within the twelfth chapter indicate that his 
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various comments about equality are not as straightforwardly anti-
democrat as they might appear.

First, after questioning the principle that all are created equal, 
the Virginian immediately “suggested” to Miss Wood that “maybe” 
the Declaration’s statement of equality “don’t include women.”29 
Later, however, the Virginian indicates to the narrator that he does 
consider women to be included. He states: 

Do you think there ought to be fifteen varieties of good 
people? . . . There’s one kind. And when I meet it, I respect 
it. It is not praying nor preaching that has ever caught me 
and made me ashamed of myself, but one or two people I 
have knowed that never said a superior word to me. They 
thought more o’ me than I deserved, and that made me 
behave better than I naturally wanted to. . . . And if ever I 
was to have a son or somebody I set store by, I would wish 
their lot to be to know one or two good folks mighty well—
men or women—women preferred.30

The Virginian’s use of the plural indicates that, at least for him, 
it was not one but two people that made him a better man. By his 
last comment, “women preferred,” he obviously means to include 
Miss Wood in his assessment. Yet by including her—and by 
indicating his openness to any woman serving as a model of human 
excellence—he thereby suggests that equality is not limited by sex. 
And by rejecting the notion that there are multiple “varieties of 
good people,” the Virginian makes clear that he is speaking not of 
a special kind of womanly excellence but simply of human 
excellence. (As to the other individual, it is most likely Judge 
Henry, the only other person whom the Virginian considers wholly 
good.) Thus, unlike Ethan Edwards—the main character of John 
Ford’s The Searchers—who “finds no place for himself in the 
civilization expanding onto the western frontier—not in any family, 
nor within the forts, nor even under the law,”31 the Virginian is 
presented as someone grateful for the opportunities, community, 
and formation provided to him by civilization.
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Second, while the Virginian admits that when he was younger 
he “hated” the experience of learning “about the Declaration of 
Independence,” he suggests that that hatred has since dissipated.32 
When pressed by Miss Wood, for example, he admits that he now 
enjoys learning and has since changed his feelings on the matter.33 
Implicit in this reversal is also the suggestion that the Virginian may 
have come to appreciate the Declaration of Independence, or at 
least a certain understanding of its principles, in the same way that 
he has come to appreciate learning, or at least a certain kind of 
learning. His preliminary criticism of equality is thereby presented 
as inseparable from his burgeoning education, meaning that the 
former cannot be understood unless seen in the context of the 
latter. While his remarks seem to suggest that he rejects the prin-
ciple of human equality, a closer analysis reveals the Virginian’s 
views to be far more nuanced.

As the novel unfolds, the Virginian continues to elaborate on 
his understanding of equality and its relation to education. Nothing 
is more emblematic of this development than the Virginian’s adop-
tion of Shakespeare as a lens for understanding himself and the 
politics of his day. In describing the nature of life and human equal-
ity, for example, the Virginian employs the metaphor and language 
of a game of cards, something that parallels King Hal’s use of tennis 
symbolism in Henry V.34 The Virginian first employs this metaphor 
when he refers to equality as “a great bluff” and, what’s more, a 
bluff “easy called.”35 But by the Virginian’s own estimation, his 
poker metaphor is entirely Shakespearean. He explains to the 
narrator, for example, that if Shakespeare had known about poker, 
then he would have had Falstaff playing the game all day and had 
Prince Hal beat him every time. When the narrator responds, an 
important discussion ensues:

“The Prince had the brains,” said I.

“Brains?” [said the Virginian.]

“Well, didn’t he?”
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“I neveh thought to notice. Like as not he did.”

“And Falstaff didn’t, I suppose?”

“Oh, yes, seh! Falstaff could have played whist. . . . You can 
play whist with your brains,” he mused,—“brains and 
cyards. Now cyards are only one o’ the manifestations of 
poker in this hyeh world. One o’ the shapes yu’ fool with it 
in when the day’s work is oveh. If a man is built like that 
Prince boy was built (and it’s away down deep beyond 
brains), he’ll play winnin’ poker with whatever hand he’s 
holdin’ when the trouble begins. Maybe it will be a mean, 
triflin’ army, or an empty six shooter, or a lame hawss, or 
maybe just nothin’ but his natural countenance. Most any 
old thing will do for a fello’ like that Prince boy to play 
poker with.”

“Then I’d be grateful for your definition of poker,” said I.

Again the Virginian looked me over amiably. “You put up a 
mighty pretty game o’ whist yourself,” he remarked.36

Here, the Virginian refers to the English card game whist, a 
trick-taking game similar to euchre. His explanation puns on the 
trick-taking aspect of the game and draws a parallel between the 
tricks taken through cards and the verbal or intellectual tricks 
commonplace in witty banter or conversation. Whist is presented as 
one kind of poker among many, but of an especially intellectual kind. 

Importantly, however, the Virginian rejects the narrator’s 
contention that Prince Hal “had the brains” and Falstaff “didn’t.” 
Instead, the Virginian argues that Falstaff did have brains—
cunning, deception, trickery, and wit—and even seems to identify 
both Falstaff and the novel’s narrator as good whist players (that is, 
good at playing intellectual games). By contrast, Prince Hal (and 
presumably the Virginian) are identified simply as good players of 
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poker, meaning that their excellence transcends mere intellectual 
ability and touches on all aspects of human life. Or as the Virginian 
puts it, their excellence is “away down deep beyond brains,” which 
enables them to play “poker” well regardless of its manifestations 
(be that an army, an intellectual dispute, a dangerous situation, or 
simply maintaining one’s composure or character). The Virginian 
thereby presents “poker” or “the game” as a metaphor applicable 
to any difficult situation in life, but most especially those situations 
that are caused by troubles “in the world of men”—that is, the 
political world.37 For the Virginian, then, the metaphor of a game 
of cards is not a means for explaining the complexities of mere 
politics, such as voting or jury duty, but rather a means for under-
standing political life as the quintessential human activity. 

More clarity comes, however, when the Virginian attempts to 
explain to Miss Wood how poker relates to “life.” In that exchange, 
the Virginian notes that he is not the only person to recognize that 
some individuals play the game of life better than others. In fact, he 
argues that every person recognizes it in some way or another, even 
if the phenomenon is often called by different names. He states:

I know a man that mostly wins at cyards. I know a man that 
mostly loses. He says it is his luck. All right. Call it his luck. . . . 
I look around and I see folks movin’ up or movin’ down, 
winners or losers everywhere. All luck, of course. But since 
folks can be born that different in their luck, where’s your 
equality? No, seh! Call your failure luck, or call it laziness, 
wander around the words, prospect all yu’ mind to, and yu’ll 
come out the same old trail of inequality . . . [and so] a man 
has got to prove himself my equal before I’ll believe him.38

By articulating the common view of the phenomenon,  
the Virginian also offers a clarification on the kind of equality that 
he rejects. The Virginian does not reject equality wholesale; rather, 
he rejects the all-too-common view of equality that maintains there 
are no meaningful or genuine differences between human types or 
their natural skills and dispositions. He thereby embraces equality 
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of condition as wholly democratic but rejects equality of outcome 
as contrary to experience. This is why the Virginian calls Miss 
Wood “strange” for believing that everyone is (comprehensively) 
equal while also admitting that some of her students are naturally 
gifted in learning. Thus, as Jason Potts rightly notes, “The Virginian 
attacks the idea that America was ever committed to creating a 
more comprehensive equality for its citizens.”39

In this regard, the Virginian’s criticisms—which might seem on 
their face undemocratic and even un-American—betray a deeply 
American sentiment. The Virginian, much like Publius in The 
Federalist Papers, rejects the ideology of wholesale or comprehen-
sive equality that was the hallmark of classical democracy.40 
According to the ancient theory of pure democracy, no citizen 
could be justly placed in a position of power, even by means of a 
vote, since every person is just as equally capable of rule as every 
other person. Hence, the only fair means of picking politicians—
and ensuring that political rule truly reflected equality—was to do 
so at random by instituting a lot or random selection system. In 
contrast to this more ancient view, Publius embraces the more 
minimalistic notion of equality along the lines of human nature and 
rights, a view that gave rise to modern representative democracy 
and, famously, Publius’s theory of electoral refinement.41 Recall, 
after all, that Wister states in his 1911 rededication that “the test of 
Democracy” is the “severest test to which political man has yet 
subjected himself,” which suggests that the American experiment 
is one wholly new and unlike any other democracies that might 
have come before. In arguing as much, Wister sets himself at odds 
with the various reform or direct democracy movements that had 
sprung up in the latter half of the nineteenth century.42

What’s more, the Virginian’s views accord with those of Thomas 
Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence and the 
Founding Father whom Tocqueville called “the most powerful 
apostle that democracy has ever had.”43 In his famous discourse 
with John Adams over the natural aristoi, or natural aristocracy, 
Jefferson asserted that
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there is a natural aristocracy among men[, and] the grounds 
of this are virtue & talents . . . [and] there is also an artificial 
aristocracy founded on wealth and birth, without either 
virtue or talents . . . [but] the natural aristocracy I consider 
as the most precious gift of nature, for the instruction, the 
trusts, and government of society . . . [for] it would have 
been inconsistent in creation to have formed man for the 
social state, and not to have pro[vi]ded virtue and wisdom 
enough to manage the concerns of the society . . . [and so] 
may we not even say that that form of government is the best 
which provides the most effectual[ly] for a pure selection of 
these natural aristoi into the offices of government?44

Compare this famous statement from Jefferson with the much-
criticized comments made by the narrator of The Virginian in the 
thirteenth chapter, which are worth quoting at length:

There can be no doubt of this:—

All America is divided into two classes,—the quality and 
the equality. The latter will always recognize the former 
when mistaken for it. Both will be with us until our women 
bear nothing but kings.

It was through the Declaration of Independence that we 
Americans acknowledged the eternal inequality of man. 
For by it we abolished a cut-and-dried aristocracy. We had 
seen little men artificially held up in high places, and great 
men artificially held down in low places, and our own 
justice-loving hearts abhorred this violence to human 
nature. Therefore, we decreed that every man should 
thenceforth have equal liberty to find his own level. By this 
very decree we acknowledged and gave freedom to true 
aristocracy, saying, “Let the best man win, whoever he is.” 
Let the best man win! That is America’s word. That is true 
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democracy. And true democracy and true aristocracy are 
one and the same thing. If anybody cannot see this, so 
much the worse for his eye-sight.45

Wister does not mean to present the Virginian as rejecting  
the Declaration of Independence. In fact, he suggests through the 
narrator that the Virginian embodies the true meaning of the 
Declaration. Put in another way, the Virginian believes that all men 
are equal, but only insofar as each deserves an equal opportunity to 
prove their excellence. For this reason the Virginian has a hard 
time taking seriously any position of authority that is not earned by 
merit,46 and he criticizes certain individuals for moving out West 
whom he deems unable to handle the roughness of the frontier. In 
America’s “Western country,” he explains, whatever it is that you 
do, “you’ve got to do it well.”47 And while such views may be in 
tension with the kind of equality promoted by proponents of pure 
democracy—be it a wholesale equality or equality of outcome—
they are by no means incompatible with the views of equality 
presented by the America’s founding generation. In fact, Wister 
suggests that the Virginian’s views on equality are one and the same 
with the likes of Jefferson, Hamilton, Adams, and Madison.

The Quality and the Equality
The third assumption of scholars who see The Virginian as anti-
democratic is that natural superiority generates or entails a right to 
political rule. As Stephen Mexal suggests, “In the Virginian’s view, 
the American West is distinguished from the American East largely 
by its ruthless meritocracy. For society to discover the aristocracy 
that will rightfully govern it—for a society to find its ‘quality’—it 
must stage Darwinian contests of merit on the culling fields of the 
American West. Such competitions, Wister suggests, will enable 
the ascendancy of a natural aristocracy.”48 Elsewhere, Mexal even 
seems to suggest that the principal lesson of The Virginian is that 
might makes right, or that victory alone determines justice.49 The 
problem, however, is that Mexal fails to note the important distinc-
tion between rightfully and rightly governing. By claiming that the 
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natural aristocracy “rightfully” governs, Mexal suggests that its 
members deserve to govern as something owed to them by nature 
itself. To say that they rightly govern, however, implies nothing 
about whether political rule is owed to excellent individuals accord-
ing to justice. Instead, it states only that government is best 
managed when managed by the best.

The Virginian offers a stern repudiation of the presumption 
that the naturally best rightfully govern, even though the novel 
does suggest that such individuals do rightly govern and, hence, 
ought to govern according to the dictates of prudence. Judge 
Henry offers what is perhaps the clearest statement of this view in 
the twentieth chapter: “‘The whole secret,’ broke off Judge Henry, 
‘lies in the way you treat people. As soon as you treat men as your 
brothers, they are ready to acknowledge you—if you deserve it—as 
their superior. That’s the whole bottom of Christianity, and that’s 
what our missionary will never know.’”50 On this view, a position of 
authority or political rule is won by merit, not owed by right. This 
means that the consent of the governed is the only true foundation 
upon which members of the natural aristocracy can justify their 
rule—especially since America’s “whole social fabric is based” on 
“self-governing men.”51 What’s more, Wister’s novel expresses a 
deep faith that the average democratic citizen can recognize such 
political expertise and willingly submit to it.52 Or as Judge Henry 
puts it, they are “ready to acknowledge” others, if they “deserve” it, 
as “their superior.”

Later in the novel the Virginian makes clear that he shares 
Judge Henry’s views.53 In fact, Wister even presents the Virginian 
as the embodiment of these meritocratic or republican principles. 
As Stephen McVeigh explains, “The Virginian represents for Wister 
a new American aristocrat, one whose position is not based on 
anything as intangible as a family name, but rather based on the 
demonstration of individual worth in competition with other 
men.”54 The Virginian is portrayed as sensitive to the human 
dignity of the least of his fellow cowboys,55 and he even acts in a 
brotherly way toward his enemies. This brotherly or democratic 
disposition toward his fellow citizens is most clearly seen in his 
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quarrel and eventual triumph over the cowboy Trampas. Not only 
does the Virginian refuse to complain about Trampas to Judge 
Henry,56 but he also refuses to use his power as foreman to gain the 
upper hand in their private quarrel.57 In short, though Trampas is 
the novel’s primary antagonist, the Virginian is described as treating 
him “precisely like the others.”58 The narrator attributes all this to 
the Virginian’s “magnanimity” and true gentlemanliness.59 

Better evidence comes, however, from the very way the Virginian 
rules over or manages his fellow cowboys. Wister makes clear from 
the beginning of the novel that the Virginian’s authority rests on 
public trust and consensus, not by right. In fact, the battle between 
Trampas and the Virginian is presented as a battle for the hearts and 
minds of their fellow cowboys. When Miss Wood first arrived in 
town, for example, Trampas jokingly accused her of having an affair 
with Lin McLean. The Virginian immediately rose and demanded 
that Trampas apologize for lying about Miss Wood’s character. After 
Trampas apologized, the Virginian explained himself:

He stopped and surveyed Public Opinion, seated around in 
carefully inexpressive attention. “We ain’t a Christian outfit 
a little bit, and maybe we have most forgotten what 
decency feels like. But I reckon we haven’t plumb forgot 
what it means. You can sit down now, if you want.”

The liar stood and sneered experimentally, looking at 
Public Opinion. But this changeful deity was no longer 
with him, and he heard it variously assenting, “That’s so,” 
and “She’s a lady,” and otherwise excellently moralizing. So 
he held his peace.60

It is in light of this exchange, which occurs under the eyes and 
rules of the watchful deity “Public Opinion,” that the whole strug-
gle between Trampas and the Virginian must be read.

In the center of the novel Wister presents one of if not the 
most important confrontation between Trampas and the Virginian. 
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The battle is not styled like the rest of the novel—that is, qua 
novel—but rather as a three-act Shakespearean play. Chapters 13 
through 16 are titled “The Game and the Nation—Act First,” 
“Between the Acts,” “The Game and the Nation—Act Second,” and 
“The Game and the Nation—Last Act,” respectively. They are the 
only chapters explicitly labeled as acts, though not the only ones 
that contain Shakespearian allusion. The first and fifth chapters, 
for example, are titled “Enter the Man” and “Enter the Woman” 
and refer respectively to the introduction of the Virginian and his 
romantic interest, Miss Wood. Wister thereby suggests that the 
true heart of the novel is to be found in the thirteenth through 
the sixteenth chapters, or that all the rest of the novel is nothing 
but the prologue and epilogue of these three acts. And in this 
regard, Shakespeare’s plays are not just the crux of the Virginian’s 
education and a lens through which he understands the political 
problems of his day; they also serve as the framing of the novel 
itself.61 What’s more, by titling this three-act play “The Game and 
the Nation,” Wister makes clear that the “game” or battle occur-
ring between Trampas and the Virginian is itself a microcosm 
through which we can come to understand American politics 
more generally.

The drama of this three-act play unfolds in this way: The 
Virginian and several other cowboys, including Trampas, are sent 
by Judge Henry to Chicago to deliver a train full of cattle. Before 
they leave, Judge Henry promotes the Virginian to deputy foreman 
for the journey and gives him two primary tasks: first, to deliver the 
cattle safely to Chicago, and second, to then “lead his six highly 
unoccupied brethren away from towns, and back in peace to the 
ranch, or disappoint the Judge, who needed their services.”62 Aside 
from the fact that the Virginian as deputy foreman has no authority 
to force his fellow cowboys back to Judge Henry, his job is made all 
the more difficult by the recent discovery of gold in a distant town 
named Rawhide.63 In the three-act play, the battle lines are drawn 
over the discovery of these gold mines in Rawhide. The Virginian 
hopes to keep the cowboys from quitting. Trampas, though, is 
urging his fellow cowboys to abandon Judge Henry and travel to 
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the new mines. Both know that whoever successfully wins the trust 
and respect of the group will become its leader. Wister thereby 
presents the battle between Trampas and the Virginian as one over 
“Public Opinion.” The question is not who has the right to rule but 
which of the two cowboys the group ought to trust: Do they follow 
the Virginian, who promises a slow but steady income from Judge 
Henry, or Trampas, who urges them to quit their job to possibly get 
rich quick? 

The first play is made by the Virginian, who plots to get rid of 
Trampas’s closest ally among the hired cowboys—a man named 
Schoffner who has served as the group’s cook and is most enthusi-
astic about the Rawhide expedition. At a pitstop in Dakota, the 
Virginian happened across a man named Scipio le Moyne, whom 
he recognized as a cook he had met some months prior in Omaha, 
Nebraska. The Virginian knew instantly what needed to be done: 
He hired Scipio and then (literally) kicked Schoffner off the train 
right as it was pulling out of the station (the other cowboys 
presumed that Schoffner was accidentally left behind, since he had 
just announced that he was going to buy a bottle before the train 
left). The Virginian thereby took away Trampas’s support, forcing 
the battle to be mano a mano. 

As the outfit drew closer to Rawhide, and when the excitement 
for gold was at its height, Trampas made his move. He first attacked 
the Virginian’s authority indirectly. As they approached Rawhide 
Station—that is, the station that forks either toward Rawhide or 
toward Judge Henry’s ranch at Sunk Creek—some of the cowboys 
began to tell the narrator a tall tale about an owl-hunting expedi-
tion, culminating in the claim that they witnessed a woman give 
birth to a snake. The narrator believed the whole story—until he 
heard that last part. When he realized he had been the butt of an 
elaborate joke, he and all the cowboys began to laugh. “Suddenly,” 
however, he stopped and felt “estranged or chilled. It was in their 
laughter. The loudness was too loud. And I caught the eyes of 
Trampas fixed upon the Virginian with exultant malevolence. 
Scipio’s disgusted glance was upon me from the door.”64 As Scipio 
later explained to the narrator, Trampas had “hit [the Virginian] 
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through you”; because the narrator was the “foreman’s friend,” to 
make a fool of him was to make a fool of the Virginian.65 

Feeling encouraged, Trampas then made a more direct play. 
He attempted to fool the Virginian himself by telling a tall tale 
about railway improvements, culminating in the claim that a train 
once went faster than a bullet. Unlike the narrator, however, the 
Virginian listened to Trampas’ whole story all the while knowing 
what was happening. When Trampas finished, he announced his 
victory by stating “You’ve been running too much with aristocrats,” 
and then he “turned on his heel” to leave. But the Virginian 
stopped him: 

“Trampas[,] . . . I thought yu’d be afeared to try it on me.” 
Trampas whirled round. His hand was at his belt. “Afraid!” 
he sneered. “Shorty!” said Scipio, sternly, and leaping upon 
that youth, took his half-drawn pistol from him. “I’m 
obliged to yu’,” said the Virginian to Scipio. Trampas’s hand 
left his belt . . . [and he] walked out on the platform and sat 
on the chair where the Virginian had sat so much. . . . 
“Don’t you comprehend,” said the Virginian to Shorty, 
amiably, “that this hyeh question has been discussed peace-
able by civilized citizens?” . . .

“This train will be lighter when it gets to that bridge,” 
spoke Trampas, out on his chair. “Why, that’s true, too!” 
said the Virginian. “Maybe none of us are crossin’ that Big 
Horn bridge now, except me. Funny if yu’ should end by 
persuadin’ me to quit and go to Rawhide myself! But I 
reckon I’ll not. I reckon I’ll worry along to Sunk Creek, 
somehow.”66

Unlike the humiliation of the narrator, which was met by wide-
spread and malicious laughter, Trampas’s attempt to humiliate the 
Virginian engendered “silence,” as the narrator described it, since 
“this was a triumph too serious for noise. Not a mutineer moved; 
and I felt cold.”67
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Why would the Virginian provide Trampas with the opportu-
nity to humiliate him? Wister makes clear that the quickness with 
which Trampas made the joke, as well as the audacity of the play, 
dulled its effect. In fact, by allowing Trampas to make the first 
move, the Virginian really forced Trampas to show his hand. His 
public move against the Virginian succeeded only in giving the 
Virginian a justification to retaliate in kind. The Virginian did not 
immediately do so and instead continued to treat Trampas respect-
fully, referring to their exchange as one between “civilized citi-
zens.” Knowing that the Big Horn bridge was being repaired—the 
bridge that immediately follows Rawhide Station—and that their 
trip back to Sunk Creek would thereby be delayed, the Virginian 
decided to wait for the last possible moment to retaliate against 
Trampas, thereby depriving his mutinous enemy of any chance of 
responding.68

After arriving at Rawhide Station, the Virginian and his outfit 
found themselves fifth in line to cross the out-of-service bridge—
about a two-hour wait. The trains ahead of them had been stranded 
for several days and had eaten up almost all the available food. The 
Virginian ordered Scipio to set up a fire in the brush beside the 
train and then immediately went to the marshy ponds adjacent to 
the station to collect frogs. (Trampas, meanwhile, led the rest of 
cowboys to the station, where they were unable to find anything to 
eat aside from a single brick of overpriced cheese.) The Virginian 
soon returned and had Scipio cook a meal of frog legs for the whole 
outfit. While the cowboys were initially disgusted by the idea of 
eating frogs, the hungry passengers from the other trains—all of 
whom, being from the East, were familiar with French cuisine—
began offering large sums of money to buy a meal from the 
Virginian. Soon, everyone was happily eating around the fire, even 
the mutinous Trampas.

Once the stage had been set, the Virginian began to tell a story 
that expertly weaved truth and fiction together. He opened his tale 
by asking the Eastern passengers about how his frog legs compared 
with the cuisine found in New York’s Delmonico’s restaurant (an 
establishment the narrator had just recently told him about). He 
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then explained to the group that he knew so much about frogs 
because he had once lived in California, a state where men ran frog 
ranches much like the cattle ranches in Wyoming. The more the 
Virginian told his extravagant tale about the frog ranches in 
California, which just so happened to pay more than double what 
a cowboy could make in Wyoming, the more interested in the frog 
business his fellow cowboys became. Soon, Trampas and the whole 
crew made up their minds to travel to Tulare, California, to join the 
frog industry. Cleverly, the Virginian then began arguing that it 
would be better to go to Rawhide than Tulare:

“There’s a better reason for Rawhide than tickets, Trampas,” 
said he. “I said it was too late for Tulare.”

“I heard you,” said Trampas. “Opinions may differ. You and 
I don’t think alike on several points.”

“Gawd, Trampas!” said the Virginian, “d’ yu’ reckon I’d be 
rotting hyeh on forty dollars if Tulare was like it used to be? 
Tulare is broke.”

“What broke it? Your leaving?”

“Revenge broke it, and disease,” said the Virginian . . . 
[and] at those lurid words their untamed child minds took 
fire, and they drew round him again to hear a tale of blood. 
The crowd seemed to lean nearer.69

At this point, the Virginian knew that he had duped not just 
Trampas but also the entire outfit. He then finished his story, 
explaining that the industry had been bankrupted by Chef 
Augustine of Philadelphia and Lorenzo Delmonico of New York. 
Additionally, he concluded, a disease that turned men into frogs: 
“Delmonico and Saynt Augustine wiped frawgs off the slate of 
fashion . . .  and if yu’ ever see a man that hides his feet an’ won’t 
take off his socks . . . he has worked in them Tulare swamps and got 
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the disease . . . [and] yu’ll find he’s webfooted. Frawgs are dead, 
Trampas, and so are you.”70 At this, the entire crowd of Easterners 
broke out in laughter at the gullible cowboys, and Scipio stood and 
screamed, “Rise up, liars, and salute your king!”71 

The Virginian had fooled the whole outfit and beaten them at 
their own game. What’s more, he undermined their collective trust 
in Trampas as a wise and prudent leader: How could the cowboys 
follow a man to Rawhide who had so easily been persuaded to 
strike it rich in the mythical frog ranches of California? And the 
fact that the Virginian’s tale was so much more elaborate (and 
public) than the tale Trampas told on the train added insult to 
injury. Crucially, however, the Virginian did not vanquish Trampas 
and then gloat. He instead humbled himself before his fellow 
cowboys—or in the language of Judge Henry, he treated them like 
a brother. After finishing his tall tale, the Virginian immediately 
explained and justified his actions as a matter of necessity: “[Y]ou 
insisted on playing the game with me this way, yu’ see. What outlet 
did yu’ give me? Didn’t I have it to do?”72 After explaining as much, 
he then shook each cowboy by the hand and laughed—even 
including Trampas, whom he treated “precisely like the others.”73

Contrary to the claims of Sara Humphreys, who argues that the 
Virginian’s tall tale keeps the cowboys “in a state of servitude” by 
denying them the freedom to become gold prospectors,74 the 
Virginian goes out of his way to solicit the consent of the cowboys. 
He never pulls his gun on the group or threatens to force them to 
do anything.75 That the Virginian aims to win the consent, respect, 
and trust of his fellow cowboys is exemplified by the very last 
comment he makes after he has reconciled with the whole outfit. 
“Last chance for Rawhide,” the Virginian shouted as the trains 
began to move across the now-repaired bridge; “Last chance for 
Sunk Creek,” responded one of the cowboys, and then all of 
them—including Trampas—got aboard the train to head back to 
Judge Henry.76 Authoritarian commands never even entered into 
the equation. The other cowboys, to use Judge Henry’s language, 
had simply recognized the Virginian as their superior and opted to 
follow him. Wister thereby underscores the fact that the consent of 
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the governed is the only true foundation on which the natural aris-
tocracy can rule.

Conclusion
In most Westerns, technology becomes a metaphor for civilization. 
The coming of the railroad represents the end of the natural and 
the beginning of the civil.77 But The Virginian is a Western that 
begins with, progresses along, and ends on the railroad. Without it, 
the story could not have taken place, since it is through the railroad 
that the narrator makes his journey to the West, on the railroad that 
the Virginian strikes his first major victory against Trampas, and 
because of the railroad that he eventually becomes an “important 
man” in the state.78 The Virginian makes clear that the cowboy’s 
way of life is wholly dependent on the railroad, most especially for 
the transportation of the cattle back East. The Virginian thereby 
presents a world divorced from the fullness of civilization because 
of, rather than despite, technological advancements. It forces the 
reader to look at the nature of civilization from its peripheries. In 
this regard, The Virginian presents a world analogous to the civic 
condition of American politics during the time it was written: a 
world still reeling from civil war, both divorced from and yet some-
how in the shadow of the founding generation. 

The Virginian is a novel interested in civilization and the life of 
citizens, not in its opposite, the state of nature. The central thread 
that runs through The Virginian is an examination of the compati-
bility of the principles of the Declaration of Independence and 
human excellence. As argued here, Wister views the two as wholly 
compatible and even concomitant with each other. The Declaration’s 
principles set the natural aristocracy free from the confines of 
traditional or artificial aristocracy, and they do so by making meri-
tocracy possible through the elevation of equality of conditions 
over equality of outcome. But this does not mean that these excel-
lent individuals have a right to rule—their excellence serves only as 
an argument in favor of their rule. In this regard, the natural aris-
tocracy is not a class above society but one born of and in need of 
the support of society. The guidance and direction they provide 
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must be informed by right reason and a robust education, just as 
the decision of the people in electing them to a position of power 
must be informed by an adequate civic education. 

What is so remarkable about The Virginian is that it both high-
lights the need for civic education and offers a solution. By care-
fully cataloguing the Virginian’s educational journey, the novel 
stands as a testament to the need for civic education. And, at the 
same time, the novel offers a model for and the beginnings of such 
an education to its readers. What is the meaning of equality, what 
counts as democracy, who ought to lead, how can we balance the 
real and the ideal, who were the Founding Fathers, what inherit-
ance did they leave behind, and what do we owe to them and 
posterity? These are the questions of citizens and the ingredients 
from which civic education is made. Wister raises these and many 
more questions throughout his novel, and he provides his own 
answers for his readers to wrestle with too. And what could show a 
greater faith in the American people than the belief that they can 
prove equal to the occasion and rise to the challenge of civic 
education?
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